This article reviews the evaluation literature on financial education and counseling for adults in order to synthesize implications for research and practice. Most evaluations report positive impacts, but the findings are often small when compared with valid comparison groups. Many evaluations use self-reported measures, measure outcomes over short time periods and cannot rule out selection bias due to nonrandomized designs, all of which may bias results. Although future research and practice in this field hold promise, more attention to theory-based evaluations and further investment in randomized field experiments may be fruitful.
The rationale underlying most financial education and counseling programs is that consumers systematically lack financial information and that they will make "better" financial choices given exposure to added information. This rationale assumes that certain information failures and constraints result in inefficient outcomes and that, given fuller information, consumers will make different financial choices. Of course, consumers face more than informational barriers when they make financial decisions. For instance, consumers may lack self-control or exhibit other behavioral biases that education and counseling may not enable them to overcome. However, all else equal, financial education and counseling hold the promise of improving financial knowledge and facilitating behavior change.
This article reviews and synthesizes forty-one evaluations of financial education and counseling programs in order to shape future areas of inquiry among researchers and inform new approaches among practitioners. The goal was to ascertain what, if any, effects on knowledge and behavior can be derived from past evaluations. This review offers insights for individuals and organizations in this field as well as provides cautions for researchers designing and implementing evaluations. The four sections of this article: (1) provide an overview of existing articles that review the evaluation literature in the financial education and counseling fields; (2) describe the research methodology used in this review; (3) categorize the evaluations into six major topical areas; and (4) highlight the implications of the synthesized findings for financial educators as well as for researchers.
It is important to note that the distinctions between financial education and counseling are often unclear. Financial counseling generally refers to one-on-one advice or consulting. Financial education typically refers to programs that provide financial information. However, counseling may incorporate educational topics and materials, and participants in financial education programs may have specific issues or personal questions that the educator or their peers address. Keeping in mind that counseling and education overlap in practice, this review defers to the terms the authors of each evaluation used to refer to specific programs.
PRIOR LITERATURE
Multiple articles include careful literature reviews of financial education and counseling evaluations, but none provides a comprehensive assessment of the evaluation literature. Furthermore, none have categorized and synthesized prior studies to the degree this article attempts. However, several literature reviews served as a foundation for this review. One of the most comprehensive literature reviews is Hogarth's (2006) review of twenty-three published and unpublished studies. Hogarth was cautiously optimistic about financial education's impacts. Similarly, Martin's (2007) Federal Reserve working paper concluded that evidence of financial education's benefits is promising but far from definitive.
Other researchers were less optimistic about the benefits of financial education and counseling and have been critical of the state of the evaluation literature. Hathaway and Khatiwada (2008) suggested that rigorous evaluation is lacking and that there is little evidence that financial education and counseling affect behavior. Caskey (2006) found that five studies commonly cited as evidence of the benefits of financial education and counseling suffered from serious flaws. Finally, Willis' (2008a Willis' ( , 2008b ) law reviews provided some of the most critical reviews of the evaluation literature. She asserted that the evidence of financial education's effectiveness was weak and that researchers are biased toward making marginal impacts appear more robust than warranted. In part, the goal of Willis' work was to advocate for overt regulation of consumer financial markets. Nevertheless, her critiques remain instructive for individuals outside of the legal field.
Other studies have highlighted methodological issues pertaining to the evaluation of financial education and counseling programs. Meier and Sprenger (2007) show that future-oriented people are the most likely to agree to attend financial education. Since future-oriented individuals are already more likely to manage their personal finances better, the authors conclude that selection into financial education contributes to an overestimation of positive impacts. To deal with selection bias, statistical strategies can be attempted using selection models (e.g., predicting participation based on other data), exposure models (based on the amount of services obtained), matching models (selecting comparison subjects using observed data) and instrumental variable models. Aside from the issue of identifying a valid comparison group, another methodological concern is the use of self-reported data. Agnew and Szykman (2005) found that people tend to overestimate their financial knowledge relative to their actual knowledge. Their findings suggest that caution is warranted when measuring self-reported financial knowledge, especially for individuals without a college education. Collins et al. (2008) showed that self-reported behaviors related to tax refunds and debt deviated significantly from administrative data.
METHOD
This analysis was based on a review of forty-one evaluations of financial education and counseling programs that serve adult populations. McCormick (2009) offers reasons why financial education programs for adults should be considered separately from school-based programs. The studies included in this review were restricted to evaluations that focused on specific educational or counseling strategies rather than retirement savings products or alterations in administrative processes.
This review was a qualitative systematic literature review, which is a research process outlined by Green, Johnson and Adams (2006) . The review was systematic because it followed a strict research methodology, and it was qualitative because it did not attempt to statistically combine results across studies. We sought evaluations that measured financial education and counseling's impacts on financial knowledge and/or behavior. Studies in this review described the financial education or counseling program being evaluated, included outcome measures related to financial knowledge and/or behavior and described the research methodology. Both published and unpublished studies that met these criteria were Table 1 , along with the codes used to classify the studies in Table 2 .
REVIEW OF FINANCIAL EDUCATION AND COUNSELING'S IMPACTS
Each of the forty-one evaluations was classified into one of six categories: (1) general financial education programs delivered outside of the workplace; (2) bankruptcy programs; (3) credit repair programs; (4) prepurchase homeownership counseling; (5) postpurchase mortgage counseling; and (6) workplace-based programs. Within each category, each evaluation is discussed in terms of the type of outcome measures it analyzed (knowledge, behavior or both) and whether the outcomes were positive or negative. More detailed information about each study, including its research methodology, is included in Table 2 . Table 3 highlights representative findings from each evaluation.
General Financial Education
Fifteen of the forty-one evaluations analyzed general financial education programs outside of the workplace. These programs were typically taught in a classroom or seminar format, though one evaluation analyzed financial education delivered in a one-on-one setting. This was a highly heterogeneous group of evaluations, but most focused on basic budgeting, bank use and credit management. Three general financial education studies evaluated financial knowledge gains alone (Studies 20, 25 and 26 in Table 2 ), eight evaluated changes in financial behavior alone (Studies 1, 2, 3, 7, 19, 23, 29 and 38) and four evaluated changes in both financial knowledge and behavior (Studies 12, 34, 40 and 41) . Together, five of the seven studies that analyzed financial knowledge found improvements, as did ten of the twelve studies that examined financial behavior. Authors of the studies about changes in financial knowledge often noted that while knowledge gains are promising, the ultimate goal of financial education is behavior change. In terms of behavior change, the studies that measured self-reported behaviors, in particular, suggested financial education has positive and large impacts.
One noteworthy evaluation within this category was conducted by Bell, Gorin and Hogarth (2009) , who used both a pre-post test and a quasi-experimental matching design to analyze a financial education program for soldiers at an Army post. Participants completed a baseline survey about their self-reported financial behaviors, and participants and a comparison group who did not participate in the program completed follow-up surveys up to 3 years after the program. The pre-post test comparisons indicated several behavior changes that the quasi-experimental analysis failed to confirm. This discrepancy provides further evidence of positive selection bias-that is, the most motivated participants engaged in the program. This article also highlights the bias created by nonresponse to follow-up surveys.
Bankruptcy Programs
Three evaluations examined bankruptcy education, including two published before the passage of the 2005 Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act. One study measured changes in financial behavior alone (Study 6) and two measured changes in financial 
Credit Repair Programs
Four studies evaluated programs aimed at improving individuals' credit management in a nonbankruptcy context (Studies 13, 14, 22 and 37). Two of the four studies reported positive impacts. However, the positive findings established in these studies were relatively small in magnitude. For example, despite a large set of credit bureau data, a relatively lengthy follow-up period and a well-designed selection model, Elliehausen, Lundquist and Staten (2007) found small effects.
For instance, credit scores increased by only three-fifths of 1% more than the comparison group among counseled borrowers in the lowest credit score quintile.
Prepurchase Homeownership Counseling
Seven evaluations assessed prepurchase homeownership counseling, which is designed to assist low-and moderate-income families to become successful mortgage borrowers. Although six evaluations measured loan outcomes (Studies 9, 15, 18, 33, 35 and 36) , one evaluation measured selfreported behaviors (Study 39). The seven studies assessed a variety of delivery methods: face-to-face counseling (three studies), a combination of classroom and one-on-one services (one) and counseling delivered via four channels (two). One study did not model the form of counseling delivery. Each evaluation found improvements after the counseling programs. Since six of the seven studies measured loan outcomes, Carswell's (2009) evaluation of the impact of prepurchase counseling on self-reported behavior is noteworthy. Carswell's study tracked 1,720 mortgage borrowers who had participated in nonprofit-based programs over a 5-year period. Although the analysis yielded few statistically significant findings, the study highlighted the need to measure changes in behavior over time rather than solely analyzing loan outcomes.
Postpurchase Mortgage Counseling
Three studies evaluated postpurchase mortgage counseling's impact on loan outcomes (Studies 21, 28 and 32). Postpurchase mortgage counseling is delivered in response to borrowers' inability to stay current on their mortgages. Each of these studies concluded that postpurchase counseling improved mortgage loan outcomes. Collins's (2007) statistical approach is somewhat unique because it uses the number of marketing materials mailed to promote counseling in each zip code as an instrument for the take-up of counseling. This instrument proved correlated with the number of hours in counseling but uncorrelated with individual foreclosures. This approach allowed Collins to estimate the effect of each additional hour of counseling on the probability of foreclosure.
Workplace-Based Financial Education Programs
Nine evaluations assessed workplace-based financial education programs. Six studies measured financial behavior alone (Studies 4, 5, 10, 11, 27 and 30), one measured financial knowledge alone (Study 16) and two measured both financial knowledge and behavior (Studies 8 and 24). Positive outcomes were suggested by all nine evaluations. The study by Duflo and Saez (2003) was notable for using a randomized experimental design and for incorporating the role of social norms and networks into the study of financial behavior.
DISCUSSION
The literature holds promise for financial education and counseling as a strategy for consumers in a variety of financial contexts. Nevertheless, the evaluation literature is far from conclusive and is prone to a number of methodological problems and biases. This section discusses four major methodological issues: selection bias, measurement issues, longitudinal designs and a general lack of theory. It concludes with implications for practitioners concerning the mode and format of program delivery, how selection effects might influence program design and implementation and the potential for complementary approaches to the provision of financial information and advice.
The most serious methodological issue is the problem of selection bias. Seventeen of the forty-one evaluations used "descriptive" designs and did not compare program participants to a comparison group. Consistent with Meier and Sprenger's (2007) findings, the effects estimated in the descriptive studies tended to be significantly greater than the findings in the quasi-experiments. Likewise, the impact estimates from the quasiexperiments tended to be significantly greater than those from the randomized field experiments. Although the forty-one studies were not directly comparable, the differences in marginal effect sizes across research methodologies raise concerns that selection processes are at least partially responsible for the outcomes. These differences also suggest that the most motivated consumers enroll in programs and that they may be the most likely to demonstrate improvements regardless of the intervention.
A second methodological issue is related to outcome measurements. Evaluations generally rely on two sources of outcome measures: selfreported or administrative data. Although data collection methods vary, twenty of the thirty-seven studies that examined behavioral outcomes relied on self-reported measures. Reliance on self-reports raises concerns about response bias as well as the possibility that service providers might guide respondents to desirable survey answers. Both would upwardly bias results. Future research could adopt Agnew and Szykman's (2005) approach and validate how accurate self-reports are compared with actual behavior. Another possibility is examining the reliability of self-reported measures over time through longitudinal studies.
Although self-reported data have limitations, it is unclear whether administrative data collected for purposes other than a program's evaluation are necessarily more reliable or valid. There are lower rates of nonresponse attrition for administrative data, but administrative data may not capture the outcomes of primary interest in many financial education and counseling evaluations. For instance, all but one housing counseling study focuses on loan default due to the availability of loan repayment data, despite the fact that other measures may be more meaningful (Carswell 2009 ). Moreover, administrative data may include high levels of cross-sectional variance. For example, bank account balances may be higher at the beginning of the month than at the end. Across a larger number of clients and a longer time period, these data will move toward a central tendency, but with small sample sizes the data may be more erratic and may yield skewed results. Greater attention to measurement issues and the use of more standardized measures are important considerations for future evaluations.
A third methodological issue is related to the use of cross-sectional, two-period and multiperiod designs. Of the thirty-one nonhomeownership counseling studies, twelve used one-period cross-sectional designs, fifteen used two-period (pre-post) models and four used multiperiod longitudinal panel designs with three or more periods. Cross-sectional studies can be informative, but the measurement of causal impacts may be difficult. The length of the follow-up period for multiple period designs is important. Short follow-up periods may capture immediate program effects but not lasting impacts. In contrast, longer follow-up periods may capture more permanent outcomes but can also exacerbate the problem of attrition bias. To the extent more distressed clients are less likely to respond at follow-up, attrition may also contribute to a positive bias.
A fourth methodological concern has implications for research as well as program design. Only eleven studies in this review discussed an explicit theory or framework of change. Most studies relied on a "black box" model such that information or counseling was the input, and the expected outcome was a measurable effect on knowledge and/or behavior. Most studies included a large number of outcomes and found significant results for only a subset. This generalized approach may fail to incorporate other influences on the outcome measures beyond the intervention. Using multiple measures also raises the possibility that some of the outcomes will be statistically significant due to random chance alone.
Of course, one reason studies fail to cite a specific theory is that the financial education and counseling fields lack a prevailing theoretical framework. Schuchardt et al. (2007) provided a useful review of the theories currently found in the literature. Several evaluations do cite theories of behavior change, however, including Fishbein and Ajzen's theory of reasoned action (1975), Ajzen's theory of planned behavior (1991) or Prochaska, DiClemente and Norcross's (1992) five-stage transtheoretical model. Examining the evaluation literature emphasizes the need for both practitioners and researchers to better understand the theoretical underpinnings of their work. Although existing theoretical models have limitations, an explicit theory of change brings precision to both program development and the measurement of program impacts.
This review leads to implications for practitioners concerning how programs are delivered. The literature does not support the common assumption that face-to-face delivery methods are more effective than other delivery modes. Five of the seven studies that examined programs delivered by telephone found positive results for telephone-based services. It may be that financial education and counseling services are optimized when they meet each client's unique needs over time, rather than when they are delivered in a standardized format for a predetermined duration. A related issue is the context in which financial education is delivered. Many studies reference various life events that may be viable "teachable moments." Although timing issues may be important in determining how programs should be delivered, none of the studies incorporated variations in the timing of education or counseling delivery.
Another issue relevant for practitioners is related to selection bias. In evaluation research we worry that selection by clients is an unobserved and omitted variable that biases results. For practitioners, however, the fact that clients select into certain programs can be advantageous. The direct and indirect evidence suggests that programs systematically attract people with specific risk and motivation profiles into particular modes and durations of education and counseling. By reviewing the characteristics of clients who enroll in each type of service, perhaps even using modified forms of time preference measures, programs may better match services to clients. Although some practitioners may prefer to work with highly motivated clients, mandated clients present unique opportunities. Clients mandated to participate will display a range of motivation levels, including clients who otherwise would be hard or even impossible to reach.
There are several examples in the literature of instances in which financial education is a component of a larger program. Financial information serves as a complement to these programs and conceptually enhances the effectiveness of the primary intervention involved. Alternatively, there may be some types of programs that could complement financial education and thereby enhance consumers' ability to act on newly gained information. For instance, to the extent that a lack of self-control prevents people from changing their behavior, having an ongoing financial coach who helps the client set and monitor goals may be more effective than financial education alone. Further exploration and development of complements to financial education and counseling may help participants overcome the limits of solely providing financial information and advice.
It is quite clear that better studies are needed to refine how financial education and counseling strategies are designed and implemented. Although efforts to improve the capacity of education programs to measure outcomes are laudable, programmatic capacity building is a separate issue. Just as high school educators may benefit from sound course assessment tools, so too can many financial educators. However, few educational advocates expect high school teachers or even schools to conduct extensive evaluations of the longitudinal impact of their teaching on students' behavior. That work is left to large-scale, highly resourced research. Perhaps the only solution will be the continued growth in experimental field studies, although these methods are admittedly challenging to implement without significant support from public and private funders. The efforts of the US Financial Literacy Education Commission, the formation of the Social Security Administration's Financial Literacy Research Consortium and the recent report on the National Foreclosure Mitigation Counseling program (Mayer et al. 2009 ) are all positive developments that suggest a growing focus on larger and better resourced evaluations.
The overall evidence of the effects of financial education and counseling efforts is promising but still emerging. Future research can incorporate insights from prior studies, especially the many methodological issues discussed in this review. Programs are often nonstandardized and deliver services to highly heterogeneous populations, making evaluation challenging in the absence of sufficiently rich programmatic data. Clients select into services, and only a subset of clients can be reliably tracked over time.
However, the problems in past research should not impede future efforts. From the literature, there are some insights into the need to test a variety of delivery modes across a range of populations and contexts. It is possible that current counseling models are delivered in such crisis moments that they fail to impact behavior significantly.
Likewise, education models may be too shallow and lack opportunities for practice and follow-up. New models will likely emerge after further experimentation with novel combinations of delivery modes and the incorporation of complementary services. Research on financial education and counseling over the life course may reveal new approaches for improving consumers' financial capacity.
